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As the burgher population at the Cape of Good Hope developed over the course of the eighteenth 
century, identity and status became increasingly important.  Material culture, used for the purpose 
of personal adornment, was a prominent means of demonstrating social positions.  The growth of 
prosperity within the Cape further catalysed this process, having a particular effect on one group 
within Cape Dutch society – the burgher class.  This article aims to explore the role of burgher 
women within Cape Dutch society, and demonstrates how this group used markers of distinction 
to denote their social position.  By using objects such as clothing, free-burgher women managed 
to create an association with a particular status group, and in so doing increased their own social 
importance.  Association with the higher echelons of society was particularly important to a group 
of nouveaux riches burghers who had started to intermarry with the VOC official elite.  This article 
discusses the role of burgher women in perpetuating the notion of ‘conspicuous consumption’ as 
a means of increasing their status and social importance within their role in the Cape Dutch society. 
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Namate die samelewing aan die einde van die vroegmoderne periode aan die Kaap verander het, 
het die klem op sosiale status belangriker geraak.  Materiële kultuur, wat gebruik is vir selfversiering, 
het ŉ belangriker rol begin speel as ŉ aanduiding van posisie in die gemeenskap.  Die 
vermeerdering in welvaart namate die nedersetting uitgebrei het, het dié verskynsel verder versnel, 
veral onder een groep – die burgerklas.  Die artikel ondersoek die rol van burgervroue aan die 
Kaapse en hoe dié groep statussimbole gebruik het om hulle sosiale posisie in die nedersetting te 
beklemtoon.  Deur objekte soos klere te gebruik, het burgervroue daarin geslaag om ŉ sosiale 
identiteit te skep wat hulle met ŉ spesifieke statusgroep geassosieer het.  Assosiasie met die 
geledere van die samelewing wat hoë status geniet het, is verder beklemtoon deur die ondertrouery 
tussen welaf burgers en die VOC-elite.  Die proses van ondertrouery tussen die ryk burgerlikes en 
kompanjiesdienaars het veral gedurende die laaste dekades van die 18de eeu plaasgevind.  Die 
artikel kyk na die rol van burgervroue en die gebruik van statussimbole gedurende die 18de eeu en 
ondersoek hoe statussimbole gebruik is om aansien in die samelewing te beklemtoon.  
 
Sleutel woorde: Materiële kultuur, Burgervroue, Status, Aansien, Kaap de Goede Hoop, VOC 
 
 
 
During the last few decades, the study of the Dutch East India Company (VOC) era at the Cape 
of Good Hope (1652-1795) has changed significantly, both in terms of subject and focus.  
Recently, there has been a particular rise in the study of “new cultural history” which aims to 
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uncover the past experiences and lived reality of ordinary individuals.2  The ideas of cultural history, 
especially as it relates to material culture and social identity, have also lately influenced the 
development of the historiography of the VOC Cape.  In recent years, much attention has been 
paid to the rise of the burgher elite and their social experiences and significance.  Historians such 
as Nigel Worden and Robert Ross have investigated concepts such as honour and status, while 
others have focussed on the role of material culture in the VOC colonial society.3 While this new 
wave of cultural history has given some attention to the particular role of women in society, more 
work has to be done on their unique role in the rise of the free burgher elite during the VOC 
period.  This article will attempt to address some of the gaps in the current historiography by 
looking at a sample of case studies involving free-burgher women. 
 
Burgher Elite in Colonial society 
 
As colonial society at the Cape of Good Hope became more settled over the course of the 18th 
century, society became much more complex and hierarchical. Within this social hierarchy, the 
VOC senior officials were at the top, followed by the lower ranking VOC employees, the burgher 
elite, other burghers and finally an underclass that consisted of free blacks, soldiers, sailors and 
slaves. Towards the latter part of the eighteenth century, however, the distinctive lines between 
some of these groups became less defined as intermarriage between newly formed colonial elites 
and the existing VOC official elite occurred. 
 
Because there was a relative fluidity between these groups, there was an increased emphasis on the 
use of symbols of status to distinguish to which group you belonged. 4 The appearance of new 
elites was part of the colonising process which developed into two different avenues of elite 
formation: the Cape gentry who invested in slaves and land, which has been called the “landed 
gentry”; and an urban elite which developed from mercantile activities such as the alcohol pachten 
which Gerald Groenewald has researched. The alcohol trade was very successful and profitable 
and served to create a relatively stable class of wealthy burghers who were urban-based but often 
with extensive interests in agriculture.  Between 1680 and 1795 the VOC sold alcohol pachten to 
198 individuals, a substantial number of people who formed a large part of the urban elite.5 
However, the urban elite did not only consist of those free burghers who managed to accumulate 
the necessary money to purchase either an alcohol or a meat pacht.  In fact, this group consisted of 
people of various professions and skills while others individuals combined the identity of landed 
gentry with that of the urban elite by partaking in the accumulation of land as well as investment 
in retail or acting as credit providers.  Towards the end of the century however, the boundaries 
between these groups became increasingly blurred. 6   
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A group of wealthy landed elite developed in the immediate hinterland Cape Town.7  Robert Ross 
claims the existence of a “gentry” class there based on the expansion of viticulture and grain 
production between 1720 and 1750, with a concomitant growth in territorial agriculture and the 
economy.  He argues that these enterprising farmers who managed to bring more land under 
production were the ones who became prosperous by the 1780s. It is these people who elicited 
comments from visitors to the Cape about their wealth and luxury.  Thus, in 1783 Commissioner 
Hendrik Breton commented on these farmers: 
 
…on various farms, that I expressly visited, I found a far from simple life, and 
nothing except signs of prosperity, to the extent that, in addition to splendour and 
magnificence in clothes and carriages, the houses are filled with elegant furniture 
and tables decked with silverware and served by tidily clothed slaves.8   
 
The development of these two elite groups eventually led to a relatively stable class of burgher elite 
residing at the Cape.  As the free-burgher population grew in size and became more prosperous, 
the competition between the VOC officials and the free burgher elite increased as they clashed 
over issues of precedence and status.9   
 
The Role of Burgher Women in Elite Formation 
 
Writing about Cape society, Martin Hall claims that “the emergent elite of the colonial countryside 
formed a web of economic and social relationships around connections between women who were 
marked out by their claim to racial purity and superiority.”10  Hall suggests that women formed an 
integral part of early colonial society at the Cape, serving as the stabilising factor in a society that 
was ever changing due to the influx of immigrants from Europe and elsewhere.  Anne Stoler has 
argued that another important characteristic of women in the colonial context was the fact that 
European women were agents of imperial culture in their own capacity, even if they did not have 
any political position. Therefore, these women, either born in the colonies and raised with Dutch 
values or newly settled within the colonies, would act as ‘regulators of culture’ in society, whether 
it be regarding economic, social or any other values important to them.  Therefore, the arrival of 
larger numbers of European women directly coincided with the bourgeoisie-ment of colonial 
society.11 This means that European women in effect became regulators of social status and 
hierarchy, establishing what and who was socially acceptable.  As such, they hugely influenced 
social practices in the colonies.  
 
Additionally, the role of Dutch women within the early Cape society was further enhanced because 
of the rather unusual legal position that Dutch women enjoyed.  17th-century Dutch women held 
unusual legal and social positions in the context of their time.  Compared to women of other 
European countries, Dutch women were allowed a much freer existence in both a social and legal 
sense.  So different was the social conduct of 17th-century Dutch women that Fynes Moryson, an 
English traveller who travelled across Europe, was shocked to find that Frisian women were 
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allowed to assume control over the family budget amongst other things.12  What was perhaps even 
more remarkable, was that Dutch women were allowed many more social liberties than their 
European counterparts.  Moryson comments on Dutch women who feasted through the night at 
taverns far from their homes, saying: 
 
This they do without any suspicion of unchastity, the hostesses being careful to lodge and 
oversee the women.  In like sort, mothers of good fame permit their daughters at home 
after they themselves go to bed, to sit up with young men all or most part of the night, 
banqueting and talking, yea with leave and without leave to walk abroad with young men 
in the streets by night.  And this they do out of customed liberty without prejudice to the 
fame whereas the Italian women, strictly kept, think it folly to omit every opportunity they 
can get to do ill.13 
 
The ‘liberties’ afforded to Dutch women during the early modern period were commented on by 
Joseph Shwa in 1709 during his travels in the Netherlands.  He wrote that ‘being better provided 
for by the laws of their country than in any other nations [they] are not forced to trust to their wits, 
nor put on those poor pitiful shifts to jilt mankind and bubble their husbands for money’.14 
 
This equality before the law that Shaw refers to date from the Middle Ages and enabled women 
to, amongst other things, inherit property in their own right.  In addition, Dutch women also 
participated in the merchant system.  They had the authority to make commercial contracts and 
notarise documents, which was especially evident in the event when widows took over their 
family’s business after the death of their husbands.15 In addition, women also played a significant 
role in the establishment of family networks within the VOC world.  As in Batavia, Colombo and 
other VOC outpost, women played an important role in establishing ties between the rooted (local 
burgher elite) and mobile (VOC official) elites, through intermarriage between these groups.  
Therefore, because of the role of women in early colonial society at the Cape these two groups 
were never mutually exclusive, although distinction did indeed exist.  
 
The importance of women in Cape society, especially concerning economic relationships, can be 
seen in the work of Groenewald on the alcohol pachters.  Groenewald argues convincingly that male 
immigrants often used marriages to Cape-born women in order to gain financial and social capital, 
which was then used for the expansion of their entrepreneurial interests.16 These marriages to 
Cape-born women allowed immigrant men use marriage to tap into an existing network of “social 
capital”, which is the support an individual can gain from those in their social circle, their friends 
and family, and which can be translated into financial gain.17  By marrying a Cape-born woman, an 
immigrant man also married into an existing social circle with all the benefits that went with it.  
For this reason, as well as the aforementioned, Cape burgher women were essential to the 
development of an elite burgher class. The same process also occurred on the frontier with 
marriage strategy being used to create family dynasties and control over land and resources. 
 
 
Identity and Personal Adornment 
 
                                            
12 S. Schama, The Embarrassment of Riches: An Interpretation of Dutch Culture in the Golden Age (Berkley: University of 
California Press, 1987) p 402. 
13 Schama, The Embarrassment, p 403. 
14 Schama, The Embarrassment, p 403. 
15 Schama, The Embarrassment, p 407. 
16 Groenewald, Dynasty Building, p. 23.   
17 Groenewald, Een Dienstig Inwoonder, p 15. 
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During the process of ever-evolving identity there are two important factors that play a role in 
forming the identity of an individual. Those are, belonging to a certain group or groups, and 
physical belongings that are used to portray the idea of belonging. 18  The consumption of material 
goods was a way in which newly formed societies attempted to either affirm or re-affirm their 
identities or a way in which individuals could attempt to claim a different identity. Claiming a new 
or different identity was particularly prevalent in colonial societies where a high social mobility 
existed. As the consumption of certain material goods could denote association with a certain 
status group, material goods became status symbols that would be associated with a particular 
segment or group within the society. In colonial societies this consumption was much more 
effective in allowing the individual to move to another status group than in the socially rigid society 
that could be found in Europe.  
 
During the early modern period, material culture also became more about acting as symbols of 
identity and status than necessarily serving to fulfil basic needs. One such belonging, which is 
particularly relevant for demonstrating social position, is the use of clothing (this can include all 
forms of personal adornment, including jewellery, accessories, footwear and most commonly 
clothing). Clothing was used as a visual form of consumption and could identify an individual’s 
position in the public sphere with a single glance. Because clothing was so openly conspicuous, 
the social elite used fashion as a way to differentiate themselves from those who did not belong to 
the elite. According to Robert Ross, clothing has been used as a marker of identity and status 
throughout history, serving as a visual source of information for identifying an individual’s position 
in society.19 The effect of global expansion resulted in an increase in the importance of clothing as 
a social marker of distinction and an increased emphasis on the importance thereof. The use of 
personal adornment to denote an individuals’ position in society is demonstrated by a series of 
sumptuary laws that were codified in 1755 by the VOC government in Batavia, through which the 
VOC attempted to prevent free burghers from becoming too ostentatious and thereby threaten 
the social power of the company. These laws attempted to regulate the way in which status symbols 
were consumed by the different social groups, thereby seeking to control who held the perceived 
social power.20 
 
Burgher Women, Clothing and Status 
 
Burgher women during the VOC period were part of a culture that was clearly defined according 
to rank and social status.  This social hierarchy was evident from the celebrations of special 
occasions, such as the birthday of the Prince of Orange or that of the Governor.  High-ranking 
officials and prominent free burghers would take part in the celebrations; the funerals of high-
ranking officials and ceremonies related to the visits of high-ranking VOC officials.21  The upper 
echelons of the burgher elite therefore seem to have been, if not equal, close in status to the VOC 
official elite, sharing in the official festivities and dining at the Governor’s table.  Mentzel refers to 
the fact that the Governor held two big events each year, the first was in February on the eve of 
the sailing of the homeward bound-fleet, which was mainly held for naval and military officers.  
But the second was on 20 October,  
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when the burgher mounted and infantry forces have completed their annual week 
of military exercises.  On the last day the burgher companies draw up in front of 
the Castle gate, which is barred, and each Company fires three musketry salvoes.  
The salvoes are answered by cannon shots from the Castle.  The Companies then 
draw off and the men separate until the next year.  In the evening all the burgher 
officers are entertained by the Governor, and to this banquet, as well as to the 
earlier one, all local people of distinction are invited…22  
 
Mentzel writes that at the Governor’s table “there would always be present some of the senior 
officials or some prominent burghers”,23 indicating that some of the members of the free burgher 
society managed to cross social lines. Members of the free-burgher elite, such as the burgher 
councillors and their wives, were also received at the Castle for New Year’s festivities. The 
association between the VOC elite and elite free burghers was further encouraged by intermarriage 
between these groups,24 as well as dances and receptions held at the homes of some of the wealthier 
inhabitants of the town. A particularly prominent example of the intermarriage between the VOC 
official elite and members of the burgher elite was the marriage between Governor Ryk Tulbagh 
and the sister of Hendrik Swellengrebel.   
 
Late in the 18th century during a period when the inhabitants of Cape Town were known for their 
imitation of European culture and fashions, le Vaillant refers to this association when he writes of 
the Cape: 
 
Almost all the women play the harpsichord; it is their only talent. They like to sing 
and are mad about dancing; thus rarely a week passes without several balls taking 
place. The officers of ships calling in the bay often give them the occasion for 
offering a ball. When I arrived, the Governor used to give a public ball once a 
month, and the people of importance followed his example.25 
 
It becomes clear, then, that there existed quite a few instances where the VOC elite and the burgher 
elite could interact socially at the Cape; a contributing factor being the small size of the settlement.  
Another social situation where people of different statuses could interact was provided by 
weddings. Mentzel refers to them as being “very mixed affairs; higher and subordinate officials as 
well as common burghers meet on the same plane.”26  Naturally, too, people of different social 
strata also interacted through being members of the same church congregation. The interaction 
between VOC officials and the free burgher elite is evident in the fact that the church council at 
the Cape consisted of both high VOC officials and members of the free burgher elite. According 
to Biewenga, 50% of the church council comprised free burghers who would serve for a two-year 
period before they were replaced by a democratic nomination which was forwarded to the Council 
of Policy. The latter body, however, had the final say in the appointment of a new member of the 
church council.27  Social ties between members of the VOC official elite and the burgher elite 
would either be established by their interaction as members of the church council or would be 
perpetuated by the appointment of friends or family members by the Council of Policy.   
 
                                            
22 O.F. Mentzel, Life at the Cape in the Mid-Eighteenth Century: Being the Biography of Rudolph Siegfried Allemann (Cape 
Town, 1919), p. 112. 
23 O.F. Mentzel, A Geographical-Topographical Description of the Cape of Good Hope, part 2 (Cape Town, 1925), p. 100.  
24 Groenewald, Dynasty Building, pp. 40-41. 
25 F. Le Vaillant, Travels into the Interior of Africa via the Cape of Good Hope (Cape Town, 2007), p.17.  
26 Mentzel, Geographical-topographical Description, part 2, p.105. 
27 A.W. Biewenga, “Kerk in een Volksplanting: De Kaap de Goede Hoop”, in Schutte, G.J. (ed.), Het Indisch Sion: De 
Gereformeerde Kerk onder de Verenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (Verloren, 2002). p. 208. 
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Friendships also seemed to have spanned the social divide. Mentzel testifies to this, stating that 
“…girls of the best families will, before their marriage, be intimate with respectable girls of much 
more lowly origin”.28  Yet the same seems not to have been true of married women; in fact, Mentzel 
rather suggests that married women were the members of society who were most conscious of 
their social status.  He writes: “formality governs the interchange of the ladies of the town.  Among 
them social distinctions are sharply graded; pomp and circumstance play a leading role in 
determining the rules of etiquette.”29  Only a little further he adds: “unwritten laws define the 
attitude of women to women on different social levels.”30  
 
The suggestion is therefore that although on one level there was much interaction between, firstly, 
the VOC elite and burgher women of different statuses, often these same women would be the 
regulators of this interaction, determining the way in which the interaction took place through 
strict protocol.  The same protocol would not apply to an unmarried woman who could still acquire 
either a higher or a lower status through marriage.  For this reason, I will look mainly at married 
women in the following case studies as their social status became relatively fixed upon marriage 
although, as in the case of Wilhelmina de Wit, that too could alter upon a later marriage.  Through 
the following case studies, I will attempt to explore the ways in which women of the burgher 
society used their clothing as a means of displaying their social status.     
 
Josina van Dam: Entrepreneur and Business Woman 
 
The case of Josina van Dam is particularly interesting when considering the development of Cape 
society and the role of women in it.  The reason for this is that Josina van Dam was one of a very 
few women who possessed an alcohol pacht in her own right.  Josina van Dam also exemplifies the 
role of women in the acquisition of social capital as can be seen from her marriage to Jan van der 
Swijn on 8 July 1731.  He was a Dutch immigrant from The Hague who arrived aboard the ship 
the Wolplaarsdijk in 1723 as an adelborst (midshipman).  In 1731, the same year as his first marriage, 
he became a free burgher.31  His marriage to Josina van Dam was particularly beneficial as she was 
the widow of the alcohol pachter, Jan Jacob Stokvliet, which placed both herself and van der Swijn 
within the social and business circles of the alcohol pachters and allowed for their own economic 
advancement.    
 
Groenewald states correctly that although the figures of women officially participating in the 
alcohol trade are low (in fact, fewer than five percent of all pachters at the Cape were women), one 
should take into account that women widely participated in the trade, although not necessarily in 
their own names.32  Many women were involved in the running of the business although their 
position was not officially recognised in contracts and other legal documents.  Josina van Dam 
was exceptional in that she was in possession of five alcohol pachten in the years 1730 and 1731, all 
in her own name. Not only did this make Josina van Dam a remarkable burgher woman, but the 
suggestion is that she was an able entrepreneur, being one of only five pachters who were in 
possession of three to five alcohol pachten in the 1730s.33  
 
That Josina van Dam was a very wealthy woman cannot be disputed.  The alcohol pacht was a very 
lucrative trade, so lucrative that burghers were prepared to pay huge amounts to enter it.  
Furthermore, her social connections established her husband, Jan van der Swijn, putting him in a 
                                            
28 Mentzel, Geographical-topographical Description, part 2, p. 105.   My emphasis. 
29 Mentzel, Geographical-topographical Description, part 2, p. 107. 
30 Mentzel, Geographical-topographical Description, part 2, p. 107. 
31 G.C. De Wet, Resolusies van die Politieke Raad VII (Johannesburg, 1971) p. 169.  
32 Groenewald, Een Dienstig Inwoonder, p. 9. 
33 Groenewald, Een Dienstige Inwoonder, p.9.  
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position to further his own social and entrepreneurial ambitions.  Van der Swijn became a large-
scale alcohol pachter following Josina’s death: he owned 19.67 alcohol pachten between 1732 and 
1747, averaging 1.31 pachten per year.  The exploitation of these alcohol pachten made Josina van 
Dam (initially in her own capacity) and her husband exceedingly wealthy; wealthy enough to form 
part of the urban elite, a group of people whose ostentations use of conspicuous goods would 
eventually cause great concern for the VOC government.34   
 
The inventories of both Josina van Dam and that of her husband give an indication of the luxury 
they lived in.  Jan van der Swijn, who died some years after Josina, was in possession of 21 slaves 
although he only owned town properties.  This extravagance suggests that van der Swijn was more 
concerned with the social prestige of slave ownership than the necessity of their labour.  This was 
excessive in the Cape where slaveholding rarely exceeded 10 slaves, indicating that these slaves 
were likely acquired not to labour on farms but rather to serve as servants in an urban landscape. 
A second example of van der Swijn’s extravagance is his ownership of five horses meant to pull 
the ‘chaise with four horse-harnesses’ inventoried in his estate account.  This was rather a show of 
prestige than a necessity, as at the Cape horse drawn carriages were excessively rare with most 
farmers opting to use ox wagons in the harsh terrain.  Another factor that supports this argument 
is suggested by the sumptuary legislation of 1755 which limits the use of such carriages to the use 
of senior Company officials.  Although these laws were only implemented some years after his 
death, it was this growing use of conspicuous goods by the urban and landed elite that necessitated 
the implementation of sumptuary legislation.  Van der Swijn’s inventory suggests that he was 
conscious of the way in which he appeared to the public, making use of highly conspicuous goods 
in order to gain recognition and social prestige.35  There is therefore no reason why he should not 
have wanted for his wife to be one more symbol of his social prestige.    
 
By examining Josina van Dam’s own inventory, which was compiled upon her death in 1732, we 
can gain even further knowledge of the way in which the urban elite lived.  The details of her estate 
suggest that van Dam was not only well dressed and well adorned with jewellery, but that her 
possessions would have rivalled many of those belonging to women of the VOC elite.   
 
Josina van Dam’s inventory contains the following pieces of jewellery: 
 
one string of pearls with diamond clasp 
one string of pearls with black gitte 
two diamond bracelets 
gold bracelets 
a diamond coulang set in silver 
two diamond earrings set in gold 
a diamond cintuur clasp 
a gold cintuur clasp 
one diamond ‘bow’ ring 
pair of gold earring set with diamonds 
one diamond clasp 
one pair of gold and one pair of silver buttons36 
 
But what is rather more impressive than the individual pieces is the price some of these pieces 
fetched on the auction following her death.  Although the amount of jewellery is not exceedingly 
                                            
34 G. Groenewald, “Entrepreneurs and the Making of a Free Burgher Society”, in N. Worden (ed), Cape Town between 
East and West: Social Identities in a Dutch Colonial Town. (Johannesburg, 2012), p. 55. 
35 Paragraph based on: G. Groenewald, “Entrepreneurs and the Making of a Free Burgher Society”, p. 54.  
36 Transcription of the Estate Papers of the Cape of Good Hope (hereafter TEPC), MOOC 8/5.110. 
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extravagant for the time, there is no question as to the value and quality of these items.  The string 
of pearls with a diamond clasp sold for 149.2 rixdollars at van Dam’s estate sale.37   This is the 
highest amount fetched for a string of pearls in the auction lists ranging from 1691 to 1748 – 
auction lists which include prominent women such as Debora de Koning who was one of the 
wealthiest women of her day.  Josina van Dam’s pearls were therefore the most expensive string 
of pearls sold at auction for 57 years.  No doubt the value of the pearls was reflected in the way 
they appeared, which in itself suggests the prominence and wealth of the urban elite.  The wealth 
of the burgher elite would undoubtedly have been emphasised by the conspicuous use of such an 
expensive item, which in turn would have reflected the social status of both Josina and that of her 
husband.     
 
But it is Josina’s clothing which is of particular interest, as her inventory contains large numbers 
thereof and clothing in itself is an indicator of the character and status of the individual.  What is 
particularly interesting is the fact that although Josina was, if not a working woman, then at least a 
business woman, her clothing rather reflects the life of an idle woman of high status.  Her inventory 
lists the following items among her clothing:    
 
41 women’s dresses 
One women’s corset 
One women’s bonnet 
3 women’s balijne dresses 
11 pairs of women’s silk gloves 
One unfinished linen women’s dress 
29 women’s shirts 
20 women’s aprons 
3 women’s shirtdresses 
12 handkerchiefs 
Miscellaneous women’s caps and handkerchiefs 
4 fans38 
 
Unfortunately, her inventory does not contain a description of the materials used for the making 
of her dresses and neither were they sold on auction, so one may not learn the value of the 
individual items, but the sheer quantity thereof is an indication of van Dam’s social status.  Her 
inventory contains 45 dresses if one counts the one unfinished dress, a number that is excessive 
for the time when one compares it to that of Anna Fothergill, who was effectively the woman with 
the second highest social status at the Cape and who belonged to the VOC official elite.  
Fothergill’s inventory, compiled in 1764, contains 38 dresses, and this at a time when the Cape was 
experiencing large-scale economic growth.  Furthermore, even Fothergill’s number of dresses are 
rarely paralleled.39  Therefore, one can draw the conclusion that the urban burgher elite were very 
much attempting to affirm their position as part of the social elite, even perhaps contesting social 
position through the use of extravagant amounts of clothing and by wearing expensive items of 
personal adornment.  Van Dam obliviously chose to use her money in such a way as to display 
herself as a prominent woman, whether in the business world or as a means of showing her social 
status.  
 
Clothing and Social Position 
 
                                            
37  TECP, MOOC10/4.116 
38 TEPC, MOOC 8/5.110. 
39 L. Coetzee, Fashion and the world of the women of the VOC official elite, New Contree 73, Special edition, 2015, p 
77. 
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The consumption of luxury goods was an essential way in which members of Cape society 
expressed their social and economic status.  As society was relatively fluid and free individuals 
could move from one status group to another, either through marriage or through hard work, the 
material possessions an individual displayed was an indication of their social and economic identity.  
Furthermore, there is no reason to believe that the power and the position of the VOC were in 
any way threatened at the Cape until the latter half of the 18th century.  However, one can argue 
that the social perceptions regarding VOC officials were influenced by the steady process of 
intermarriage between the free-burgher population and those in the employ of the VOC.  Members 
of the VOC elite were no longer just separate office-bearers, but became sons-in-law, brothers-in-
law, uncles and so forth, occupying a familial position to many of the burghers.  Regarding the 
conspicuous consumption of clothing to then indicate and contest social status, the process would 
most likely have been one of natural competition between humans to indicate their position in 
society as part of a wider need for acceptance and position. As has been mentioned before, clothing 
was an indicator of social position and, in fact, to a great extent of one’s social worth.  It is therefore 
not farfetched to argue that women of the free burgher elite used their clothing to compare or 
indeed compete with one another.   
 
The following case study investigates exactly this, how someone from the free burgher society 
used her clothing as a means of portraying her social position in that society.         
 
Wilhelmina de Wit 
 
Wilhelmina Adriens de Wit was born around 1670 in Rotterdam in the Netherlands and some 
misfortune must have befallen her family for she was finally sent to the Cape in 1688 as one of the 
eight orphan girls sent from the Netherlands in an attempt to increase the number of European 
women at the Cape.40  The ship on which she travelled along with her companions and 28 
Huguenots was the China, which arrived in the Cape on 4 August 1688.  Wilhelmina and her seven 
orphan companions were sent to the Cape, following requests by Jan van Riebeeck in 1659 and 
Simon van der Stel in 1685 that the Heeren XVII should send between 20 and 40 marriageable 
girls to the Cape, and that these girls should be able to assist in the farming activities of their 
prospective husbands.  Once at the Cape, Wilhelmina de Wit was first married to Diedelhof 
Biebault.  Records state that they both stood witness to the baptism of their first child, Hendrik 
Bibault in 1690, only two years after her arrival at the Cape.  Her first husband was very poor and 
after his death in 1695, he left only meagre possessions to his wife and three children.41 Besides a 
house, which according to the estate account was run down, and one slave, the family was left 
with: 
 
1 old horse 
4 pots, 2 copper kettles  
Some tin items 
One pistol 
Old bedding 
Old kitchenware 
One old kist 
One old table 
20 teacups and saucers42  
 
                                            
40 J.A. Heese, “Die Hollandse Weesmeisies”, Familia 3, 1976. 
41 TEPC, MOOC 8/1.14. 
42 TECP, MOOC 8/1.14. 
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These possessions indicate that the family were by no means well off, but Wilhelmina de Wit’s life 
is an indicator of how marriage could change the socio-economic status of a woman at the Cape. 
Sometime before 1700, she married Jacob Pleunis, for in 1700 a son, Johannes Pleunis, was born 
to the couple.43 The second marriage must have been greatly different from that of her first if one 
is to judge from the numerous luxury items found in her inventory only 27 years later.  That some 
of the wealthier burghers dressed extravagantly is not to be contested.  The estate inventory of the 
burgher Wilhelmina de Wit shows to what extent the elite of the burgher society dressed, while 
many of the items included in her inventory were the very same items that sumptuary legislation 
later attempted to regulate.  Her inventory contains not only large numbers of clothing, but also 
clothing that is of extremely high value such as seven silk dresses.  Although there is no particular 
description of these dresses, silk was only worn by very wealthy burghers and members of the 
VOC elite.  Silk was in fact such a prized material for clothing that the 1755 sumptuary legislation 
regulated the use thereof in women’s clothing.  This legislation determined that silk dresses were 
the reserve of the wives of members of the VOC who held a position of junior merchant or 
higher.44 Therefore, these dresses would have been both expensive and conspicuous items in the 
18th century. Besides the seven silk dresses inventoried, Wilhelmina de Wit was also in possession 
of 32 chintz dresses as well as two woollen dresses.  This is unusual, as one learns from the 
inventory that Wilhelmina was a well-to-do woman while woollen dresses were the preferred dress 
of the underclass of free burgher women who needed a practical but warm garment.  The items of 
clothing included in her inventory are rather excessive for the relatively early stage in the settlement 
of the Cape as the economic growth of the later 18th century had not yet begun.  Her clothing 
includes the following:   
 
30 chintz dresses 
2 woollen dresses 
7 silk dresses 
2 seijde samaaren 
20 women’s shirts 
90 linen handkerchiefs 
4 women’s caps with lace 
39 women’s caps 
14 halsjes 
19 night caps 
6 pairs of women’s gloves 
27 women’s shirts 
4 shirt dresses 
23 aprons 
18 handkerchiefs 
3 silk handkerchiefs 
                                            
43 According to Hoge, Jacob Pleunis was originally from Orsoy and was born in 1662.  Initially he is listed as a house 
carpenter and later as a deacon.  He had a farm in the early 1700s in Banghoek, Stellenbosch, and interestingly 
enough Adam Tas refers to Pleunis as ‘de hollebollige Jacob Pleunis’.  In 1710 his wife applied for a divorce because 
he had mistreated her often, but they were not divorced and at the time of her death in 1727 she is still listed as his 
wife; Cited from:  The First 50 Years Project, http://www.e-family.co.za/ffy/g7/p7846.htm. J.Hoge, Personalia of 
the Germans at the Cape, 1652-1806, Archives Year Book for South African History (Cape Town: Government 
Printer, Union of South Africa, 1946), PLEUNIS, JACOB (S Pleaunes and Plunes). ---Orsoy.* 1662.  House 
carpenter. – as deacon 2.10.2695 Willemina Adriana Ariens de Wit, wid. Detlef (q.v.). 2 sons, Johannes and Hendrik, 
the latter not mentioned in G.R., but in Stellebosch Arch., vol 624, under 17.11.1706. Pl. had a farm at Banghoek. 
Adam Tas calls him “de hollebollige Jacob Pleunis”. In 1710 his wife applied for a divorce because her husband had 
often ill-treated her during the last few years. (CJ 1123, p. 121, G.R. nr 718, Test. CJ 1166: I and CJ 1070: 52, CJ 
1812: 11, A. Tas, p.36.).  
44 S. Du Plessis, Pearls Worth Rds4000 or Less: Reinterpreting Eighteenth Century Sumptuary Laws at the Cape, 
ERSA Working Paper 336, 2013, p 7. 
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2 halsjes 
12 pairs of socks 
1 women’s cap 
2 chintz robes 
2 chintz dresses 
1 rouw caper45 
 
Besides the large number of dresses included in her inventory there is also mention of 2 chintz 
japonnen which were initially used for inside wear as a robe but later developed as a dress in its own 
right.46  Staggering numbers of caps and handkerchiefs are also listed in her inventory with a total 
of 45 caps, excluding her night caps, and 108 handkerchiefs.  These caps and handkerchiefs were 
used as accessories at the time, greatly increasing the number of outfit combinations that 
Wilhelmina de Wit could wear. In terms of clothing, Wilhelmina would no doubt have been 
regulated for her dress if she had lived at the time the 1755 sumptuary legislation was implemented.  
The silk dresses she wore were the reserve of the Company elite and the lace trimming of the four 
caps mentioned in the inventory was also reserved for the wives and widows of the directors of 
outlying posts of the VOC. Besides the clothing the inventory also includes some jewellery, 
although these items are much less excessive for the day.  They include 10 fans, some gold jewellery 
and a few buckles, among other items. 
 
One of the most informative items in the inventory of Wilhelmina de Wit is the mention of five 
kipersollen among the numerous items in her estate inventory.  The kiepersol was a parasol of sorts 
with an Eastern origin, which was a symbol of social status. The fact that Wilhelmina’s inventory 
contains five of these suggest that they were used in this regard as an indicator of her social status 
and her position as one of the elite of the free burgher community.  Although Wilhelmina died 
before the 1755 sumptuary legislation, there is record of the regulation of the kiepersol in the 17th 
century and while this was probably not strictly enforced, the reissuing thereof suggests that it was 
a problem since many must have made use of this symbol of status who were not allowed to do 
so.  Article 30 of the 1755 sumptuary legislation limited the use of the kiepersol to those who possess 
the status of junior merchant or higher, and stated that this should be regulated due to the large-
scale infringement of this rule.47 
 
Wilhelmina de Wit’s later inventory, compared to that of her first husband, gives us an idea of how 
the social and economic position of an individual could have altered at the Cape.  Having come to 
the Cape as an orphan girl, she managed to climb the social ladder of the small community at the 
Cape, to such an extent that she became a relatively wealthy burgher woman, with symbols of her 
social and economic status to boot.48  What is interesting is Mentzel’s remark that ‘money, not 
pedigree, is worshipped at the Cape.’49  Therefore, the change in Wilhelmina’s financial position 
across the span of her life would have influenced her status in the Cape burgher society.  This 
gives credence to Mentzel’s quote that the burghers at the Cape snubbed those that boasted of 
                                            
45 TEPC, MOOC 8/5.4. 
46 H.C. Dibbits, Vertrouwd Bezit: Materiële Cultuur in Doesburg en Maassluis, 1650-1800 (Nijmegen, 2001), p. 186. 
47 S.D. Naude (red.), Kaapse Plakkaatboek III (Cape Town, 1949), p. 14. 
48 The exact source of the Pleunis family’s wealth is not known. After a few years of farming in Stellenbosch, they 
returned to Cape Town in the early 1710s. Perhaps Jacob Pleunis again took up his job as a carpenter. By the time of 
Wilhelmina’s death, they owned a house in Table Valley and five slaves. Interestingly enough, their son joined the 
VOC administration, becoming a clerk (adsistent) in 1716 and being appointed as secretary of the Stellenbosch 
district in 1720. In 1722 he was promoted to the rank of boekhouder. G.C. De Wet (ed.), Resolusies van die Politieke Raad 
V(1716-1719) (Cape Town, 19640, p. 242 n. 317.  
49 Mentzel, Geographical-topographical Description, p. 115. 
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their lineage, saying instead:  ‘Segt niet wat gy geweest, maer segt wat gy tegens woordig zeyd’.50 Whether it 
was a way of proclaiming her higher social status after her second marriage, or of competing with 
the elite members of the society during her lifetime, Wilhelmina de Wit’s inventory is extremely 
informative in that it gives us a glimpse into how the change of social position could have an 
impact on the possessions of an individual.  Her clothing reflects her altered social status after her 
second marriage and therefore serves as an indication of how women at the VOC Cape performed 
their social identity.   
 
Conclusion 
 
Over the course of the 17th and 18th centuries, free burgher society at the Cape became increasingly 
stratified, with a clear social hierarchy developing.  Even though the VOC official elite was at the 
hierarchical head of the society at the Cape, the growth in wealth and prominence of many of the 
free-burgher population resulted in the development of two individual strands of elite society, a 
more rooted elite and a more mobile elite.  These two groups of elite society were not mutually 
exclusive, often combining international and local networks of friends and family.51 This 
intermarriage with VOC elite had the effect of creating a more homogeneous local elite towards 
the end of the 18th century when many of the rich burghers and members of the VOC official elite 
became part of the same families. 
 
A second reason why society at the Cape became more and more complex has to do with the 
growth in power that many free burghers attained. Despite the fact that the political power 
remained in the hands of the VOC employees, the social position of many of the burgher elite did 
have some impact on the administration of, especially, the countryside through civil, military and 
ecclesiastical administration which was monopolised by the burg her elite in the rural districts.52  
By attaining civil, military and ecclesiastical power, the social position of many of these burghers 
increased which in turn was reflected in the way they lived their everyday lives.  This new-found 
social prestige had a profound effect on the way burghers chose to present themselves to the 
outside world.  Clothing in particular became a significant way of asserting one’s social prestige 
and in this regard especially women belonging to the burgher elite played a significant role.  By 
acting as regulators of socially acceptable behaviour, the distinction between women of social 
importance and those who were socially below them was acted out through the dress and 
possessions of the socially influential.  In this way, then, the newly wealthy, or socially superior 
members of the burgher society attempted to distinguish themselves through the use of 
conspicuous consumption – therefore the acquisition and display of possessions with the intention 
of gaining social status or distinguishing themselves from those with less social status. Free-
burgher women played a crucial role in these processes.  
 
                                            
50 Mentzel, Geographical-topographical Description, p. 115.Translated this means: ‘We shall esteem you for what you are 
and not for what you have been.’ 
51 R. Ross & A. Schrikker, “The VOC Official Elite”, in N. Worden, Cape Town between East and West: Social Identities 
in a Dutch Colonial Town (Johannesburg, 2012), p. 37. 
52 Ross, Cape Gentry, pp. 5-6. 
